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When I stepped off the plane in Tokyo, the air hit me like a wave of cool silk, a stark contrast to the dry, biting winds of New York’s Kennedy Airport, which I’d left behind. The smell of cherry blossoms mingled with the scents of exhaust and soy sauce, a fragrance uniquely Japanese, like the city itself—a perfect blend of the ancient and the modern. I had a singular goal: a business deal that would set the course for my future.

My mission was clear: get in, get out, and avoid offending anyone’s sensibilities. The Japanese business world was different, a maze of subtle gestures and rigid etiquette. I had spent weeks preparing for the deal—learning their customs, mastering the art of bowing, taking off my shoes before entering a residence, and memorizing phrases I hoped I would never need.

But as soon as I stepped onto the tarmac, I realized that Japan was not going to be as simple as I had imagined.

That evening, I found myself in a quiet izakaya, the low hum of conversation around me nearly drowned out by the clink of glasses and the sizzle of skewered meat over hot coals. My colleagues were busy talking business, discussing margins and projections. But I wasn’t listening. My eyes kept drifting to a figure sitting at the far end of the room.

She was poised and elegant, a woman whose every movement seemed choreographed. A geisha—though something about her defied the stereotype. Her face, powdered pale with a slight flush of red on her lips, resembled porcelain. Her kimono, embroidered with delicate flowers, shimmered under the dim light. But it was her eyes that held my gaze: dark, enigmatic eyes that seemed to hide a thousand secrets.

I could feel an irresistible force drawing me toward her, and without realizing it, I excused myself from the group and walked over. She glanced up at me, her expression unreadable, before bowing her head ever so slightly.

“Konbanwa,” she said, her voice soft like silk, yet with a trace of something ancient.

“Good evening,” I stammered. My Japanese was rusty, but I had learned enough to know that “Konbanwa” was the polite way to greet someone in the evening.

For a moment, neither of us spoke. I studied her as though I was a puzzle she was trying to solve. I felt uncomfortable, like an intruder in a world I didn’t understand.

“I’m Marcus,” I said, trying to sound casual. “I’m here for business, but I couldn’t help noticing you.”

She didn’t respond immediately, her eyes narrowing ever so slightly as though contemplating something deeper than words. Then, with a small, mysterious smile, she whispered, “I am Kiyomi.”

The name felt significant, though I couldn’t pinpoint why. The conversation shifted to the usual pleasantries, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off. She wasn’t just a geisha—she was more. There was a quality to her that defied description. Her beauty was impossible, her grace untouchable, as if she were born from the very air of Japan itself.

As the night wore on, my business partners noticed my distraction. I barely touched my food, my thoughts adrift on the image of Kiyomi. Something about her haunted me, tugging at my mind, pulling me deeper into the mystery of her presence.

The next morning, my schedule was packed with meetings, but I couldn’t stop thinking about Kiyomi. My business deal—the reason I had come to Japan—seemed less important now. I had to see her again.

By afternoon, I found myself in the district where Kiyomi said she would be performing. A traditional tea house was tucked away on a quiet street, its wooden beams and paper walls exuding timelessness. Inside, the air was thick with the scent of jasmine tea and incense. I sat, anxiously waiting for her arrival.

When Kiyomi appeared, it was as though time had stopped. She walked with the slow, deliberate grace of someone who had lived for centuries. Her movements were perfect and hypnotic, and for a moment, I wondered if she even needed to walk—if she could simply glide through the air like a ghost.

“Have you ever heard of the Aokigahara Forest?” she asked suddenly, her voice cutting through my reverie.

I blinked, caught off guard. “The suicide forest?”

Kiyomi nodded slowly, her expression darkening. “Yes. It is a place where love is twisted—where lovers end their lives in the name of devotion.” Her eyes flickered with something dangerous, something that seemed to beckon me into a place I didn’t want to go.

For reasons I couldn’t explain, I found myself drawn into her words. “But...isn’t it tragic?” I asked.

“Not always,” she replied, her lips curling into a faint, enigmatic smile. “Some say the spirits of those who die there live on. Sometimes, they return to finish what they started.”

That night, I couldn’t sleep. The urge to find Kiyomi again was overwhelming. I had to know more. The spirits of those who die in Aokigahara Forest live on? I had to know more, understand the darkness lurking behind Kiyomi’s beauty, the truth she refused to reveal.

When I arrived at the tea house the following night, it was closed. The street was empty, save for the soft rustling of leaves in the wind. I walked deeper into the alley, driven by an unexplainable compulsion. Then I saw her.

Kiyomi stood in the center of a small courtyard, her kimono glowing under the pale moonlight. But she was no longer the geisha I had admired. Her face had shifted, grown sharper, darker—like a mask slipping off to reveal something monstrous underneath. Her eyes glowed with a hunger that made my blood run cold.

“You shouldn’t have followed me,” she whispered, her voice laced with venom.

I took a step back, but she was already there, her fingers brushing my skin with a coldness that sent chills down my spine.

“You don’t understand,” she murmured. “I am not who you think I am.”

In that instant, the air around us seemed to grow thick, suffocating. I tried to speak, to call out, but my voice faltered. Kiyomi’s fingers traced my jawline, and as I leaned in to kiss her, I felt something sharp pierce my skin.

It wasn’t a kiss. It was a bite.
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Days later, my body was found in the Aokigahara Forest, my fingers and toes missing, as though consumed by some dark hunger. But I was alive. Or at least I think I was. The tale of my disappearance spread through the city, a mystery wrapped in the enigma of Kiyomi’s charm. No one knew what had truly happened. No one could explain the horror of the forest, where the boundaries between life and death seemed to blur.

But there were whispers.

They said that Kiyomi was no geisha at all. She was a spirit, born from the demonic roots of a particular cherry blossom tree, destined to consume the hearts of those who dared to love her. For those who fell under her spell, the price was always the same. Bit by bit. Finger by finger. Until nothing was left but the haunting memory of a love that had devoured them whole.

The nights in Japan were different. In Tokyo, they stretched in strange, unspoken ways. I tried to remember how I got here. Kiyomi had whispered her secrets that night, and as she did, the world around me shifted. Her sharp words burrowed deep into my thoughts. Now, every time I closed my eyes, her face danced in my mind, haunting me. Her pupils, black like obsidian, followed me into my dreams, beckoning me to supernatural places I did not understand.

I should have known better than to follow. I should have resisted when my feet carried me down that dark alleyway. But her presence wrapped around me like a vine, tender at first, then slowly tightening.

“What do you want from me, Kiyomi?” I asked, though the words felt hollow the moment they left my lips. I didn’t even recognize my own voice. It sounded distant, as though it wasn’t mine.

She smiled, a slow, cruel curve of her lips. “I want everything, Marcus. I want your heart. Your flesh. Your soul.” Her voice caressed the syllables, each word carrying the weight of something eternal.

I tried to resist, but her presence grew unbearable, like a weight pressing down on my chest. “I don’t understand,” I murmured, my voice barely audible in the quiet stillness of the courtyard.

“Of course you don’t,” she said softly, her breath a whisper against my skin. “How could you? You’re only a man, after all.”

As she circled me, my heart pounded, her presence enveloping me like the boughs of a giant time-worn tree. The air was curiously filled with the aroma of cherry blossoms, a blend of warmth and sweetness, yet tainted by a faint undertone of decay hidden beneath.

She led me to a small clearing where moonlight streamed through the tree canopy, casting pale silver shadows on the ground. A shimmering portal lay open, waiting. My thoughts were muddled, the world spinning around me, my mind clouded by the magic emanating from Kiyomi and this mysterious threshold. I wondered where it led, my eyes glazing over, my will slipping from its grasp.

“Have you ever wondered where I came from, Marcus?” Kiyomi’s voice cut through my trance as she extended a hand toward the portal. I nodded, though the answer felt less like a thought and more like something buried deep inside me finally surfacing.

“I have,” I replied, my voice flat and distant.

Her laugh was soft, but there was a cruelty to it. “I was born long ago, in the shadow of the Aokigahara Forest, a place where lovers go to die. But I am no ordinary woman, Marcus. I am something much older...much darker.”

She stepped closer, the delicate folds of her kimono brushing against me like a dream, a veil between two worlds. “I am a spirit, a yūrei, a shadow lingering where those who have lost their love come to end their lives. But I was not always this way. I was born of the forest, from the roots of a malignant cherry blossom tree. Do you know of the hungry flowers, Marcus?”

My brow furrowed, confusion clouding my thoughts. “Hungry flowers?”

She nodded slowly, her eyes gleaming, piercing the dim light. “Yes. The cherry blossoms I speak of are not as they seem. They grow from the earth, but beneath their beauty, beneath the delicate petals, they hunger. They need to feed, to consume. And I am their child. I was born to feed on love, on the hearts of those who wander into the forest, lost and yearning. The entrance to that forest is right through this gate.”

I stood frozen, caught in her gaze, unable to look away. Her words made my mind reel, yet they seemed to sink deeper with each passing moment, as though I had known them all along.

“The forest is not just a place of death,” Kiyomi continued, her voice growing softer, almost tender. “It’s a place where love transforms...where lovers turn on each other. There is a lore—bit by bit, finger by finger, you consume the one you love. It’s a way of becoming one with them, of making them eternal in your soul.”

She stepped closer to me, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw. Her touch was cold, but it sent a shiver of longing through me, something primal. “I was once like you, Marcus. I didn’t understand the hunger. I didn’t understand why I was cursed with it, or where I came from. But now, I do.” Her lips brushed my ear, and I could feel her breath, warm and gentle. “The hunger has always been a part of me. And now, it can become a part of you. Come with me. Come with me through the gate.”

My knees buckled, and I collapsed to the ground, my mind spinning in a whirl of confusion and desire. My words had pierced me, spreading like poison through my veins. My eyes fluttered shut, and for a moment, I was no longer in the courtyard.

I was somewhere else—a void, a place between worlds, where cherry blossoms bloomed like sweet venom. I saw faces there, fleeting and pale, each one familiar yet strange. Lovers, lost to time. Their fingers and toes were missing. Their eyes vacant. All of them had been consumed, bit by bit, just as Kiyomi had said.

And so, here I am.

“Do you feel it now, Marcus?” Her voice was a soft caress in my ear. “Do you feel the hunger stirring inside of you?”

I nodded, though I didn’t know why. I felt empty. Hungry.

“I want to be with you, Kiyomi,” I whispered, my voice barely audible. “I want to be with you forever.”

Her laugh was soft, almost sad. “And you will be. But you will become a part of me, Marcus. You will feed me. And when I’m done, you will never leave me.”

She knelt beside me, her fingers tracing my skin like a lover’s caress, moving lower and lower, until she reached my wrist. There, she paused, and for a moment, her gaze softened.

“The cherry blossoms have always fed on love,” she said, almost wistfully. “But they are not satisfied by flowers alone. They need the taste of flesh. The taste of love—the love you so foolishly gave me, Marcus.”

With that, her teeth sank into my flesh, sharp and cold, as if she were a flower finally blooming. I gasped, the sensation overwhelming. But it was no longer pain. It was something else, something that I didn’t understand—something intoxicating.

The forest, the flowers, the hunger—it was all one, wrapped together in her embrace. I was becoming part of her, part of the tree, part of the hungry flowers that had been waiting for me all along.

As my fingers went numb and the world faded, I realized with sickening clarity that I had never truly been in control. The geisha, the spirit—Kiyomi—had always been in charge. She fed on love, and now my love had been consumed, piece by piece, until nothing remained but the cherry blossoms, unfulfilled but forever blooming.

Kiyomi, as hauntingly beautiful as when I first saw her, kneeled beside me, her breath cool against my skin. Yet, something darker lurked in her eyes. The forest’s quiet hum surrounded me, a false peace—a calm before the true hunger. She seemed transformed, shedding her geisha mask for something far uglier.

Spirits gathered around her, emerging from shadows like long-forgotten ghosts, their faces pale and twisted by ancient desires. My body trembled, unable to resist the force that had taken root inside me. Aokigahara Forest had claimed my body and soul.

Kiyomi’s fingers traced my face, caressing my cheek. Her touch was possessive, final. “You came here to do business, Marcus,” she whispered, her voice a soft melody echoing through the forest. “But you didn’t understand what you were really meant to offer.”

Her words cut deeper than any knife. I had come to Japan with a goal—a business deal, a contract with a firm. But that seemed so distant now. The desperate ache in my chest, the hollow pain of my fading life, was all that remained.

Kiyomi raised her hands, and the spirits moved closer, their bony hands trembling with anticipation. Helpless, I watched as they reached for me, their eyes wide with hunger. The myth of Aokigahara, of lovers who came to die, made sense in the hollow pit of my stomach. This was not just a place of death. It was a place of consumption—a place where tormented specters, the yūrei, fed on those who occasionally wandered the off-beaten path.

The spirits descended upon me with predatory grace, their fingers cold and sharp as they tore into me. Kiyomi’s fingers moved swiftly, as if she’d done this a thousand times before. They were gentle, but their gentleness was a prelude to the real horror. Before I knew it, the creeping sensation started to invade deeper, spreading to my muscles and organs.

One spirit, a thin, ragged woman with dark, hollow eyes, took a piece of my liver from Kiyomi’s hands. Another tore my intestines from my body like a twisted offering. Kiyomi watched with almost tender satisfaction as each spirit consumed what was given; my mind could no longer process the pain. 

I was slipping, fading in and out, but one thing remained clear—piercing through the fog of my fading existence—Kiyomi’s face, her gaze soft and cruel, as if she had always known I would offer this.

My limbs felt disconnected, my chest a hollow, aching cavity. Through the haze of my fading consciousness, I saw something that chilled me to the core. Kiyomi—this woman who seduced me, who drew me into the forest’s embrace—wasn’t just taking from me. She was sharing me.
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Anapæst Dactyl, the infamous black magician, became my hero as soon as I discovered him. The route through which I found him was most strange. 

I was a connoisseur of obscure music. I would scour the internet for hours, looking for lesser-known gems. Eventually, I chanced upon a cheaply shot music video, on tape, anachronistically. It follows a bleach-blonde man as he leaves his New York City apartment and walks the streets. He pulls a twenty from the ATM, carries leftovers home while he considers buying flowers, takes a drag from a hand-rolled cigarette as he chats up a stranger, all to the haunting, carnivalesque music, which saturated the footage with a slow-burning menace. The lyrics revel in urban debauchery, “I wanna be / I wanna meet / A tongue-splitter,” as we’re shown street freaks with body modifications, creatures of the night. At one point, the man (also the singer) puts the “okay” hand signal over his left eye and raises the other hand up in a peace sign. The camera lingers on that pose, panning slowly out. The image struck me, so I googled it. That’s what sent me down the rabbit-hole, straight to the man himself. 

Anapæst Dactyl was born in 1875 to a fabulously well-to-do English family. Some say his devout Christian upbringing distorted his moral compass. He blasphemed at an early age, eventually rejecting the church altogether. He studied esotericism at Oxford and published scandalous poetry in the university newspaper. He joined an occult society, The Order of the Eastern Temple, where he quickly rose through the ranks, until he was one of its heads. His behavior became erratic, at least to some of his peers, and the seedier elements of his newly implemented and experimental practices became too much for their puritanical minds to bear. He eloped to Italy, with his second wife, and founded the Varra Villa, where he could pursue his insane rituals in secret. 

I was working in a grocery store deli, but I liked to think of it as an old-fashioned butcher shop, since we basically cut up meat all day anyway. It was dull work, but it allowed me to maintain a tiny apartment in the heart of downtown. 

One night, as I was walking home, I saw this beautiful young woman walking in pace with me across the street. I snuck glances at her through the passing cars. 

“Hey,” I said to her, shouting so I could be heard over the traffic. “What’s your name?” Her pace quickened and she clutched her purse. “No, hey, it’s not like that,” I shouted after her. She stopped and turned to face me. 

“What the actual fuck?” she said. 

“I’m sorry, I just... thought you were cute.” 

“It’s late. I’m a woman. By myself. What part of this doesn’t scream murder in an alley?”

“Look, I just—” 

“Nice apron,” she yelled, before resuming her walk home. I untied the apron, suddenly embarrassed, and bundled it up in my hands as I walked the rest of the way to my apartment. 

I didn’t have a television, but I did have a projector. I would watch old films on a reel-to-reel, and feel transported to a simpler time, full of euphemisms and fade-outs. The stark German ones were my favorites, but I had a lesser inkling for American romances, with their jaw-droppingly gorgeous starlets and plotlines so simple they faded into the background. 

I had this weird hook-up for old film reels. My handyman’s wife worked at the library, so she had access to old movies that they didn’t let the public borrow. Employees weren’t allowed to take them home either, but she snuck them, and my handyman would then pass them off to me. I’d been saving them up for a marathon. He handed the final film to me, wrapped in a paper bag, like a hand-off in a heist movie. 

“Thanks,” I said, “But I’m tired. I’m gonna turn in.” He knew that meant I didn’t want company. 

“No problem, Vin,” he said, and shuffled off to his unit. 

I laid out all the films for my planned marathon, in the order I wished to watch them. Tomorrow was my day off, and it was going to be glorious. 

Have you ever fallen in love with an actress of the past? It’s bittersweet, since you know in the back of your mind that they’re either very old or dead, but still, they enrapture us. For me, it was Audrey Hepburn. She was the star of my marathon. 

About midway through, and one hastily prepared breakfast and Chinese takeout later, I received a visitation, or perhaps just a hallucination. Just to the left of my projector screen, I saw a green-skinned creature with a bulging, distended belly and sharp yellowed teeth, tilting its head back and bringing its fangs together with a sickening clacking noise. It glared at me like a warning, then crawled out the window. I chalked it up to tired eyes and switched over to the next reel. 

At the end, I fell into a deep daydream, a reverie. Audrey and I danced, ballroom style, around my apartment, sashaying past the microwave, and dipping her over the coffee table. I held her aloft and stared into her stunning starlet face. I leaned in for the kiss. There was a knock at the door, and with it, the evaporation of my beloved. It was my handyman. 

“How was the marathon?” he asked me. 

“Jesus, I just finished it, how did you know?”

“I was listening outside the door, sorry.” He must have been nervous to get the reels back to the library. Maybe they’d started to get suspicious. 

“No worries,” I told him, handing him the stack of films. 

“I’m gonna put these up. You want to burn one when I get back?” 

“Sure,” I said. 

We smoked a joint on the
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